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Thomson UNDERSTANDING 
McLUHAN
A n analysis from a marxist s tandpoint of Marshall McLn-  
han’s theory of the 7nass communication media by a lecturer 
in Psychology at the University of Sydney.
M A R SH A LL M cLU H A N  proposes a socio-histoi ical theory of 
com m unication m edia, th a t is, a theory w hich purports to explain 
the transform ations undergone by societies of all kinds th roughout 
all previous epochs up  to  and inc lud ing  the present, in  terms 
of the historically transform ing powers of the m edia of com m uni­
cation.
T h is theory is perhaps best sum m arised and  synthesised in 
M cL uhan’s Understanding Media: T h e  Extensions of Man. He 
presents his theory in  “mosaic” ra th e r  than  “linear” form, th a t is, 
he operates somewhat in  the m anner of a television news docum ent­
ary producer bu ild ing  up, b it by b it, a graphic, visual, almost 
“ tactile” p ic tu re  of some segment of historical reality; no t in  the 
m anner of an au th o r developing a carefully reasoned verbal argu­
m ent in  term s of facts and  figures. L ike the film producer, M cLuhan 
takes for g ran ted  all sorts of propositions w hich w ould first of all 
need to be thoroughly docum ented and  argued ou t before one could 
go along w ith his im pressionistic style of com m unicating his version 
of the history of social com m unication and  of the socially trans­
form ing powers of the com m unication m edia. For exam ple, no th ing  
m uch is said by M cLuhan of the relative m erits of his own theory, 
w hich m ore or less writes off the questions of ow nership and control 
of these m edia as issues of little  im portance.
A lthough M cLuhan is an irresponsible and adventurist rom an- 
ticiser of social history, w ith as little  concern to  d istinguish the 
factual from  the facetious as the m ost cynical M adison Avenue 
huckster, he may yet nevertheless, w hether he cares or not, some­
times be saying some things about the social role of m edia history 
w hich are bo th  new and  true, and  w hich may explain  his im pact 
on, for exam ple, elem ents of the New Left, who are by no means 
suckers for the M adison Avenue line.
Essentially M cL uhan argues tha t th roughou t hum an history to 
date successive expansions of the p roduction  bases of societies have 
been com parable to an extension of the m usculature of m ankind.
52
AUSTRALIAN LEFT  REVIEW August-September, 1969
However, the effect on m ank ind  itself of increasingly standardised 
production m ethods and  commodity-based cultures has been “frag­
m enting”, “de-tribalising”, and  “explosive”. I t  has ended in  fact in 
a v irtua l e lim ination  of com m unal consciousness an d  in  the a liena­
tion of m an from  his ow n subjective choice possibilities (he no 
longer has the capacity to  propose projects to  him self w hich will 
be m eaningful to him). I t  has alienated him  from  his objective 
role in  society (he does no t see the po in t in  w hat h e  is doing 
and  may as well stop do ing  it  as continue) and  from  society itself 
(he does no t see any p a tte rn  in  his society, he does no t see it 
em bodying any values, he does no t see i t  as going anywhere, he 
does no t care if it is —  he is normless, drifting, listless, powerless).
M cL uhan goes on  to argue tha t the increasingly frenzied drive 
towards h igher levels of p roduction  has taken on  a dialectically 
an tithe tic  quality  w hich could only be re-synthesised by the advent 
of electronic technology (computers, autom ation, television, etc.). 
If he were a m arxist he w ould say tha t this stage is precisely 
th a t of negating the contradictory  thesis of fragm entation, de-tribal- 
isation and “explosion”. As he expresses it we are now  in  the 
stage of synthesis, w herein  the continuation  of such technological 
an d  social progress begins to  assume the form  of an  extension of 
m an ’s nervous system, includ ing  the sense organs. T h is  new, 
synthesising stage, M cL uhan  w ould say, arrived w ith  “in s tan t” 
technology, th a t is, w ith  the discovery and practical app lica tion  of 
physical processes w hich take place at the  speed of light. Early, and  
relatively simple, exam ples of this w ould be the discovery of 
electricity and  m agnetism , the developm ent of a form al theory of 
electrom agnetism  in  physics, and  the invention of electrical lighting, 
telegraphic com m unication, telephony, and so on.
D uring  this phase of “neural extension”, the assembly-line 
standardisation  of work, fragm enting and a lienating  the w orker’s 
personality, begins to  yield to  the flexibly program m ed routines 
of autom ated processes w hich in  this final phase — negation  of 
the negation — will progressively develop the synthesis of M an 
given back to  him self as “in teg ra l” M an, whose consciousness is 
in  tune with, bu t no t dom inated  and contro lled  by, the  p roduction  
processes of his work. A t this stage the w orker no longer has 
to  en ter in to  relations of p roduction  in  the role of servant to  the 
m achine, w hich his m aster owns, bu t as p a rtn e r in  a process of 
in tegrated  control of in fo rm ation  flow. T h e  control of the means 
of production  could be centralised in  the hands of a rich  and 
pow erful few, b u t no t control of the means of com m unication. 
T h u s  because of the altogether transform ed n a tu re  of the  relations 
of p roduction  b rough t abou t by the revolu tionary  qualita tive  
change on the capital equ ipm ent side of the forces of production , 
the worker is no  longer seen as exploited an d  a lienated  in  his
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work, b u t involved in  some universally recognised form  of collective 
ow nership and  control (a newer and  higher stage of the“m anagerial 
revo lu tion”?) w ith the to tality  of his society in  the production  of 
w ealth  and  abundance.
B ut not merely that. A bundance brings the ready satisfaction of 
sheer m ateria l needs to  such an ex ten t th a t M an’s consciousness 
is no  longer dom inated  by the “h o t” ’ motives of com petition  for 
scarce resources; his involvem ent, becom ing m ore “transcendental”, 
“o rien ta l”, and  expressing his true existential possibilities for being, 
no  longer the  being of a sheer beast of burden , takes on a detached, 
pa tterned , “cool” quality, w hich M cL uhan takes to  be m ore charac­
teristic of oriental modes of consciousness. (Inside N orth  Vietnam? 
Am ongst the Chinese comrades or the R ed Guards?) I t  is more 
likely th a t when M cLuhan says “o rien ta l” he is th ink ing  of 
phenom ena such as Flower Power, the la te r Beatles, the M aharishi, 
etc., in  a context of qu ite  advanced —  and  com m ercial — occidental 
society. T h is is the sort of sim plistic inexactitude tha t M cLuhan 
indulges in. B ut th a t does not m ean we can dismiss the under­
lying  idea th a t he has here.
M aterialism  gives way to  form alism , grim  social realism  to a form 
of “fun  rom anticism ”, no t m erely in  the w ork and  m arket relations 
bu t in  relations th roughou t the whole of social and  personal life. 
W ith  the freeing of M an’s intellect from  the fetters of m aterial 
needs, consciousness in-and-for itself comes to  transcend action 
and  develop towards the “psychedelic” norm  of “cool”, “o rien ta l­
ised”, b u t re-vitalised and “re-tribalised’ involvem ent w ith his own 
and  o thers’ lives. T h is stage of increasingly rap id  resynthesis of 
m an ’s n a tu re  and  personality w ith  h is social world is M cL uhan’s 
“im plosion” stage, heralded after m any m illenn ia  of m echanical 
"explosion” of society and  personality  by the discovery of a 
totally  new form  of p roduction  base, electronic technology.
T hus, to  summarise, the original long-draw n-out phase of “explos­
io n ” of m an ’s consciousness and  social relationships corresponded to 
the historical necessity of continuous increase of industria l p roduc­
tion  th rough  accum ulation of industria l capital, and  later finance- 
capital. M cL uhan treats the concept of m oney qu ite  in telligently  
as developing new forms and  tendencies w ith  the advance of 
society, indeed as evolving towards the form  of a silent com m uni­
cation and  control system influencing and  transform ing to  an 
increasing ex ten t the natu re  and  directions of flow and  processing 
of m ateria l goods in  the world. Firstly m oney was of necessity 
just one o ther form  of m aterial com m odity; la ter as “cred it” it 
began to exert som ething like m echanical power, th a t is it  increased 
the resources im m ediately w ith in  the grasp  of the  en trepreneur; 
finally for the m odern  industria l m agnates and  finance-capitalists
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it has become a very highly refined and subtle behind-the-scenes 
com m unication-control system w hich affects the lives of us all in  
ways which M cL uhan th inks resemble the “cooling”’ effects of 
television. In  the affluent society money — or lack of it! —  is a less 
than  tangible phenom enon, he  argues. M cLuhan th en  goes on to 
argue, however, th a t this developm ent of in tang ib ility  am ounts to 
a substantial d ilu tion  of capitalism! He seems to  have the idea 
that because big businessm en can go m errily  on w riting  dud  
cheques w ithout being pu lled  u p  for a long tim e, an d  th en  only 
mildly, the rest of us are in  this happy position  too. Clearly 
M cLuhan has no conception of the existence of class, and  simply 
does not realise th a t dressing u p  the money values an d  com m er­
cialised standards of com m odity capitalism  in  com m unication- 
contro l jargon does no t by any m eans banish  the spook of class 
exploitation. L ike the ghost of B anquo, th is blood-stained spook 
simply refuses to leave the m erry revellers’ feasting table in  response 
to a cheery pat on  the back from  a bourgeois apologist like 
M cLuhan.
However, there is qu ite  some discernm ent in  the n o tio n  tha t 
the long-drawn-out phase of “extension of m usculature”, th a t is, 
increase in  econom ic p roduction  capacity by m eans of sheer m ech­
anical power, b rought “explosive” effects —  in ternationally , in  
the form  of capitalist wars, psychologically in  the  form  of alienation  
of the workers, fragm entation  of th e ir personalities, an d  indeed of 
th e ir very lives.
T h e  m ore rap id ly  developing phase of “im plosion” (tha t is, 
concentration  and  in tegration) of m an ’s consciousness an d  social 
in te rna tiona l relations, corresponds to  the “negation of the nega­
tio n ” of m an; th a t is, the re-synthesis of m an, b rough t about by 
the necessity to increase production  beyond previous physical 
lim its by the exp lo ita tion  of au tom ated control processes, in  o ther 
words, by a phenom enon tan tam o u n t to an extension of m an ’s 
nervous system and  sense organs. (W hen M cL uhan  says “T h e  
m edium  is the message”, he appears to m ean th a t the message 
for the m odern genera tion  in  any society is this change in  
em phasis from  “means of p ro duc tion” to  “m eans of com m unication”, 
or m edia, as the fundam enta l source of different possible life-styles 
and  life chance.) M cL uhan sometimes h in ts  a t an  u ltim ate  
phase in  w hich new contradictions arise and are involved in  a new, 
b u t th is tim e positive explosion of m an’s creative forces. For this 
tim e the “explosion” w ill be purely one of creative consciousness. 
T h a t  is, i t  will transcend all considerations of m ateria l production , 
these having now  become irrelevant to  the achievem ent of dignity, 
wisdom and happiness, because m achines now  do  the hackwork 
for the brain , no t m erely for the muscles of m an. T h is  stage 
w ould also spell the  "end  of ideology” since all econom ic systems
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w ould be perfectly flexible and there w ould be no m ore po in t in 
ihe exp lo ita tion  of m an by man.
“O r w ould there?” one is p rom pted  to ask. T h e  advent of 
electronics and  autom ation processes may speed up  m an ’s p roduc­
tivity to  unim agined levels, b u t th is does no t necessarily b ring  about 
qualitative, o r even m arked quan tita tive, changes in  the forms of 
this p roduction , or the share of the masses in  it. T hus, industria l 
productivity , along w ith m ank ind ’s to ta l m aterial wealth, increased 
enorm ously between the invention of the p o tte r’s wheel and  the 
inven tion  of the steam engine. W ere the workers caught up  in  
the Industria l R evolution, together w ith  their families and children, 
substantially  b e tter off therefore th an  the slaves who to iled to  bu ild  
the Pharaohs’ pyramids? M cL uhan may therefore be justly  criticised 
for the tendency to  envisage historical change as occurring of itself 
in  a positive and  progressive way.
T h e  p o in t rem ains th a t “im plosion” notw ithstanding, the p rob­
lems of ow nership and control, and  hence of explo ita tion  of m an 
by m an, rem ain  to h a u n t the “electrom ag”’ society and  its relations 
of p roduction . T h e  speed-up in  productive efficiency and  especially 
the flow of social com m unication th rough  the m edia, does not  neces­
sarily enforce a m ore egalitarian  sharing  of profits. In  fact, as the 
present w riter suggested in  a rep o rt to  the  A ustralian  Psychological 
Society, the mass m edia m onopoly tendencies of capitalist societies 
actually  in troduce  qualitatively  different m ethods of extracting 
surplus-value, by the explo itation  of m an as consumer.
In  this article the currently  o rthodox  sociological theory tha t 
the mass m edia leadership in  a capitalist society does no t w ield any 
pow erful politico-economic influence was challenged on  a num ber 
of grounds. For exam ple, bo th  laboratory  and  field studies have 
shown tha t under appropriate  conditions even non-m onopoly p ro ­
paganda an d  persuasion can be exercised effectively. In  any case, 
the no tio n  th a t mass m edia control in  a capitalist society is non- 
m onopolistic and publicly  responsible is qu ite  fallacious. I t  is 
merely tha t great pains are taken  by the mass m edia spokesmen 
to project such an image.
A m odel of social learn ing  was suggested to exp lain  the m ech­
anism by means of w hich nowadays the increasingly privatised 
individual is m an ipu la ted  to adopt reflexly and  unconditionally  the 
values of capitalism . According to  th is m odel there are basically 
three stages to the process of persuasive indoctrination : (a) exposure- 
conditioning, (b) conform ity-inculcation, (c) m aterial-rew ard m oti­
vation. T h e  response-sequences to be learned by the consum er 
are, correspondingly: (a) novelty and  arousal-seeking, (b) norm- 
conform ity rehearsal, w ith  “d en ia l” of conflicting stim uli, (c) pur- 
chasing-consum m ation.
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T h is  model im plies a re-application of the surplus-value theory 
in the context of relations of distribution. Instead  of a rake-off 
going to the capitalist p rim arily  in  terms of a legalistically enforced 
garnishee on the w orker’s wages, the process now involves a per­
m anent, systematically app lied  short-changing of the consumer. 
But in  fact worker and  consum er are one and  the same individual; 
hence noth ing  fundam ental is changed under “libera l” captalism ; 
•it is merely th a t com m unity  resources are surreptitiously  tapped 
off from  a different stage in  the exchange cycle.
in  Australia, a sem i-planned Keynesian economy m erely holds 
the most obvious abuses of capitalism  in abeyance for the tim e 
being. However, the  capitalist has found, in  the mass persuasion 
of the individual as consum er in  this century, a m ore convenient sub­
stitu te  for the now altogether too explosive strategy of mass coercion 
of the individual as worker. T h is  is possible because the cap italist has 
finally succeeded in  form idably  centralising the means of social 
com m unication, over and  above the means of d is trib u tio n  — and, 
of course, production . T h e  same old expansionist and  exploitative 
goals are still relentlessly pursued by the capitalist, b u t he now 
pursues them, for preference, by exploiting  his massively centralised 
m eans of social com m unication to  ensure th a t the ind iv idual in 
society learns behaviour patterns which rew ard the ind iv idual a 
little, and the capitalist a great deal more. T h e  privatised, uno rgan ­
ised consumer is exploited  qu ite  cynically, like an  obligingly lifeless 
puppet, yet comes to o b ta in  absolutely no insight in to  this process 
because his social a lienation  has proceeded far beyond th a t of 
the n ineteen th  century  worker, who was at the very least aware 
of the existence and  grosser effects of antagonistic class relations.
T h e  m ethod of m an ipu la tion  is m urderously sim ple and  effective. 
A ll lines of social com m unication are straddled  by the capitalist 
press and  its adjuncts, w ith  a resu lting  fractionation  of the in te lli­
gentsia, the means of production  of free expression being w ithheld 
a t pleasure from  all except the cap italist’s own hirelings, spokesmen 
an d  stooges. Free speech in  the com m unity is thus m uch  m ore 
seriously endangered th an  it would be by attem pts a t b la tan t 
political proscription. Yet the above may overrate the degree of 
solidarity and  infa llib ility  of the architects of mass persuasion 
w orking through m edia bo th  “cool” and  “h o t” on behalf of power 
factions in  the ru lin g  class.
M cL uhan’s concept of “im plosion”, or the contraction  of m an ’s 
social w orld today to the dimensions of one big village, was 
dram atically  exem plified by the support for the leadership of the 
Com m unist Party  of Czechoslovakia by contro lling  and  supporting  
elem ents of the mass m edia in  tha t country d u rin g  the recent very 
regrettable phase of arm ed in terven tion  by the W arsaw  Pact powers.
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M uch of w hat M cL uhan has to say is sound enough if taken on 
this large scale. In  detail, however, he makes up  his own history 
to suit himself, and  this is no light fault.
Also, w riting  from  his privileged, disengaged, almost facetious 
po in t of view, he continually  gives the  im pression tha t he thinks 
ideas, no t m en, m ake history. In  this way he is tacitly as subject­
ivist an d  anti-realist as Hegel himself. If M arx stood Hegel on 
his head, as he said, then  M cLuhan has stood M arx on his head in  
tu rn  in  in te rp re tin g  the social role and  history of social com m uni­
cation and  its institu tions in  an  array of clever half-truths and 
subjectivist speculations. Indeed, one w ould be tem pted to  say 
th a t M cLuhanism  is m arxism  rew ritten  as farce. T here  is a sense 
in  w hich this w ould be no joke, b u t a simple, literal tru th . At 
the same time, to look on the positive side, m uch of w hat M cLuhan 
has to say will make m uch better sense if we m entally “stand 
M cLuhan on his head”, in his tu rn .
For w hat M cLuhan is saying, really, is th a t the present epoch is 
one of po ten tia l (M cLuhan him self w ould say “inevitable”) re­
synthesis of m an ’s personality. H e assumes th a t this process of 
“im plosion” cannot fall short of u n itin g  m ankind  peacefully.
In  fact, M cL uhan is saying im plicitly  th a t the sheer existence of 
electronic m edia (television, com puters, au tom ation  processes, etc.) 
enjo in  u p o n  elites the necessity to  upgrade the level of social and 
technical tra in in g  gran ted  to  the masses. For exam ple, the mass 
m edia owners have had  to support, and  indeed encourage, policies 
of educating  the masses to adequate levels of no t only alphabetical 
b u t also social literacy. Nowadays they are obliged to  seek con­
stantly h igher levels of “consumer-readership-listenership-viewer- 
sh ip” train ing, just as the earlier cap italists were obliged to tra in  
the workers to at least m inim al levels of basic trades skills —  thus 
in  bo th  cases inevitably  raising the levels of po ten tia l social aware­
ness, an d  finally of political and  historical consciousness.
W ith  this increase in  levels of social awareness, M cL uhan  reasons, 
m an ’s involvem ent in  social problem s becomes “cooler” (that is, less 
em otional b u t m ore intellectual probing) and  m ore of a “mosaic” 
k ind (tha t is, m ore precisely patterned , less ideologically fixed bu t 
adhering  m ore closely to personal, social and  m aterial reality). 
T h a t is, he comes to  see social problem s in  a m ore com plex way 
than  the industria l w orking class d id  a cen tury  ago. T h is  is indeed 
objectively necessary for him , inasm uch as no t only re lations of 
production  bu t all social, economic an d  political relations have 
developed to  h igher levels of com plexity in  the in tervening  years.
I t does m ean, though, tha t undifferen tia ted  em otional appeals 
and  slogans are now anachronistic and  inappropria te . For the 
industria l worker of two, three, four o r m ore generations ago, the
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realities of social exp lo ita tion  and  class antagonism s were simple, 
harsh  and stark. T o  agitate the masses d u ring  tha t phase it  was of 
first im portance to concentrate on the broad general outlines of the 
m ighty problem s w hich loom ed ahead of the p ro le taria t and  their 
leaders at tha t stage of the class struggle.
Nowadays, however, a great deal m ore logical detail, strategic 
p lann ing  and tactical finesse is necessary — or so most w ould  agree. 
So M cLuhan is saying som ething correct and  im p o rtan t w hen he 
in terp rets historical processes as radically transform ed in  the age 
of electronic com m unication. So tha t old slogans and  catch-cries do 
n o t grip w ith, say, h ippies o r New Left elem ents — or th ink ing  
people in  the com m unity generally — simply because objectively 
things are just no t th a t simple any more. T h is  t ru th  is also 
reflected subjectively in  the political consciousness of potentially  
vanguard elements. T h ey  w ant, no less th an  d id  the industria l 
w orking class a century ago, justice, equality, and the liqu idation  
of all forms of privilege and  exploitation. B ut they know, partly  
because of school and  technical tra in ing  and  partly  also because 
of th e ir tra in in g  as mass m edia consumers, th a t the  m ost sincere, 
honest and im passioned repe tition  of progressive slogans suitable to 
a previous epoch is no substitu te  for realistic analysis and  p lanning  
for progressive action.
T h u s  the increased flow of com m unication and  in fo rm ation  tends 
to project new possibilities for progressive social change and 
structural reform , to heighten  the level of consciousness for resolu­
tion  of social contradictions, to w iden the scope of struggle for 
hum an  freedom and  dignity. I t  is true th a t M cL uhan does not 
see all these im plications of his theory, or does no t choose to 
com m ent on them. H is conception of history is no t one of struggle 
a t all, w hether class struggle or otherwise, b u t ra th e r  th a t of a 
m ere game, and  indeed a game w herein oneupm ansh ip  repays the 
best dividends. B ut w hat is im portan t is th a t those w ho wish 
to  link  consciousness w ith  action should consider M cL uhan’s concept 
of “im plosion” m ore deeply in  re la tion  to the changing param eters 
an d  necessities of the class struggle today. “Im plosion” almost 
certainly does in troduce new contradictions of a fundam enta l kind 
in  all societies, b u t the m ere existence of these w ill not, as M cLuhan 
seems to think, autom atically  b ring  in to  effective being re-tribalised 
society and in tegral m an. It is necessary for progressive elements 
to  organise new form s of action to  take advantage of these “im plos­
ive” possibilities. As rem arked earlier, to  m ake effective use of 
M cLuhan one has to  stand  h im  on his head first. For M cLuhan 
accepts qu ite  com placently the old subjectivist view tha t ideas make 
history. For a m arxist, this m ust be M cL uhan’s basic weakness, 
since ideas in  fact do no t and  cannot make ou r history for us.
We m ust m ake it  ourselves.
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